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Dear Readers,
The Diamond Line is a student-run publication at the University of Arkansas that gives a
platform to our undergraduates’ voices by presenting evocative explorations of the human
condition. This fall semester we decided to forgo a theme, although we retained the magazine’s characteristic vulnerability in storytelling. Our editorial team discussed how formative
the collective consciousness was in previous editions and elected to wait and see what
patterns emerged, prioritizing quality of craft over conformity. The stories we selected create
a tapestry of ideas that to us reflect the beauty and meaning discovered in a post-lockdown
world.
The ability to connect with each other in person again led to a creative renaissance for The
Diamond Line. The collaborative tone of the fourth issue shines through its design. Throughout production, the staff found ways to leave our unique signature within these pages- quite
literally, everyone’s handwriting was used for titling pieces. One of our editors hand illustrated each staff member, and the print team embellished the text with their own sketches,
demonstrating the spirit of individual contribution we wanted to capture in this issue. While
the content ranges from impending ecological disaster to philosophical musings, this issue
establishes a newfound sense of coalition between artists, authors, and editors.
We are glad our magazine ended up in your hands. Please, enjoy the journey.
Sincerely signed,
Isabella and Yaya
Editors-In-Chiefs
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for Liam
there isn’t much more pure than that breath
of yours, even if it does induce a sound
akin to the geese that used to chase us
in Carol Ann Cross Park, ruthless and nipping
at the backside of my nanny as she corralled
us into the car, quacking as they stomped,
quacking just like you are now as you breathe
against my chest.
I count the rhythm of the little
noises that belong to you: one and two and three
and four, then one and-a two and-a three-e-and-a,
one two and-a three four—
I never claimed it was steady—but reliable
nonetheless, that noise, in and out,
patterned and mathematical,
reminding me of your (tiny) existence.

The whole world stands above my spot on the floor. I am overlooked by everyone in the Moore
household except for the tabby cat, Mr. Anderson. Although, they step on me almost every
time they walk through the living room. Being treaded on has been an unsuccessful method of
flattening me back into the carpet.
What I like to consider my “domain” stretches from the brand new couch to the glass front door
where I can see other houses that must have their own living rooms. Inside those living rooms
must be other carpets with tufts sticking out. What do they do to pass the time?
The majority of my days are spent thinking. Amongst the tuft community, I would like to imagine that I am something of an intellectual. However, next to even the dumbest human, any
tuft must be a fool by comparison. I don’t have eyes, a brain, or a mouth. But, I still see, think,
and feel like screaming. This is pretty upsetting to me. So, I try not to think about it as much as
other things with less consequence such as, “Why does the alphabet have an order?”
The best days are when the mom, Cheryl, leaves on the television when she goes to work.
On those days I don’t have to sit and consider my existence as an imperfection of the carpet
and what might happen to me if I were to ever disappear back into the material that I spawned
from. Instead, I have the pleasure of catching up on whatever new show Keifer Sutherland is
starring in that fall. It would be a big deal to me if she left the TV on all day.
A drawback of being a tuft is that there is no practical way for me to communicate with anything else. About two weeks ago, there was a piece of lint that landed right in front of me. For
days I tried and failed to make first contact with them. Before I could decide if our shortcomings were due to their lack of consciousness or the absence of a mouth between the two of us,
they were vacuumed up by Cheryl.
If scientists ever discovered that loose portions of carpet became sentient, I believe that a lot
more would be understood about how the universe works.
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clothes hanging
on a body
Small, some say,
sugarless,

pale

pulled forward
like the thought of a question
like the readying
for a fall
there are times
when all it wants
is the sunlit gaze
of an afternoon
in the pines.

awake i

there are times
when its skin
growls
for the years,
that seeped
forget-me-not blue
through
heavy
August
coats.
times, when this body lifts its lungs
in thanks
for another rotation
because it can, because it will.
moments,
when it refuses
to merely,
be seen:
a song that returns to you like water
five stubborn fingerprints on your shoulder
a necklace resting on the petal-like memory of a scalpel
Stay,
Stay,
Stay.
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not tiny as in insignificant
or momentary
but small - childlike
like everything is above my head
and just out of reach
so I climb the cabinets
and stand on my tippy toes
stretching myself to fill the space

My parents have been smoking since I was five.
Large plumes filled the kitchen,
painting the walls charcoal gray.
The carpet smelled like ash
and I begged them to hire someone
A housekeeper, even a janitor,
just so I could feel clean for once.
They said money was tight.
My parents went out for drinks.
Google told me I have asthma.
Sometimes breathing hurts,
and speaking isn’t worth the pain.
Food starts to burn my throat
like the cigs I began to smoke.
I try to learn hand signs
to speak to my parents.
They tell me,
“You’re not deaf.”
“Just speak, it’s not that hard.”
My dad cranks up the heater.
My parents have never owned a trash can,
at least I’ve never seen one.
If such a thing exists,
it’s in a landfill or floating in the sea.
The takeout boxes go where they fit,
leftover pizza becomes the pets’ dinner.
At least I’ve never had to buy cat food.
Plastic bags end up in the pool
that I swam in maybe once.
Last summer,
when the A/C still worked.
My pets keep dying.
They get into the takeout
Or they get into the pool
and they drown and they suffocate
and when the food runs low,
My parents do what they must.
I’m still hungry.

My parents let me drink bleach.
It was in the fridge
next to the gallon of water
and I was thirsty.
We didn’t have a water filter,
never have.
Gallons were cheaper and “convenient”
and I’m still thirsty.
The faucet won’t turn on.
I turn it on hot and it sizzles.
I turn it on cold and it sputters.
My face is covered in acne.
It’s dry and its flaking
and it won’t stop itching.
I tell my mom, she shrugs,
hands me the half gallon of bleach.
My parents think I’m independent now,
just as they raised me to be.
My parents say I’m doing “just fine”.
I think I’m dying.
I’m starving and I’m dehydrated
and the air conditioning hasn’t turned on in years.
The pool went dry last summer.
What color is the floor?
My parents tried their best,
and then they did their worst.
Then my parents stopped caring.
Which is worse,
choosing to kill your child
Or letting them die?
It wasn’t their fault, not really.
But how could it have been mine?
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comes along
on our family walks
just like a family dog
makes the neighbors laugh
makes me wonder
what adventures
i forfeited
to assumptions
about my kind

Pink like roses, the sun floats over.
Its pearl halo unfolds like petals.
Its coral bud reveals itself to onlookers.
Its acute blaze is its thorns,
pricking the eyes at a visual touch.
no
A heedless admirer stares at the sun.
The admirer stares hard.
The admirer stares long.
The admirer parlays eyeless,
struck like Medusa’s victims.
The admirer scrambles home, yawping.
The solar blossom glares down.
The solar blossom torches.
The solar blossom flares,
acting as a muse and a monster.
However, the world forgets such things.
They ignore the attack.
They ignore the blinded admirer.
They ignore the pink sun,
worshipping the mutable instead.
Pink like roses, the sun floats over.
It tie-dyes against the lilac ether,
waiting to seduce another quarry.
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I opened my garage door one day
And let in a rat.
He was fine at first,
With his cute little whiskers and nose.
But then he started chewing stuff up.
And trying to get inside.
I kept him out and that was that,
But then that stupid thing bit me.
I couldn’t get him out.
So I let in a cat.
The cat did his job and got out the rat
But now I have a cat.
The cat is happy here,
With a place to eat and comfort provided
And a place to hide when it gets too rough
But I know that cat isn’t mine.
Now my garage door is cracked.
I want to close it but I can’t.
Because he needs the food
And I’ve grown attached.
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A wolf’s howl out in the forest drew Kalea’s
attention from the fire she was stoking. Her bald
eyebrows furrowed as her silver eyes peered out
into the flickering shadows of the treeline surrounding the campsite. A snore from one of the
convoy members prompted a swift kick from her,
awakening the grumbling merchant who was met
with Kalea’s finger pressed against his mouth.
She didn’t bother to look at the triple-chinned
mine overseer, and ignored his muffled grumbling as she shifted from a finger to a clamped
hand. She knew the fat merchant chafed when
Kalea gave him orders, but right now she
couldn’t care less about how he felt. In fact, she
rarely cared about the merchant’s mewling and
complaining.
Her apathy towards her current boss was amplified by the current situation. She heard several growls and the quiet snap of twigs stepped
on by a natural predator. Based off the noises
she strained to hear over the quiet of the camp,
Kalea guessed at least half a dozen wolves
were prowling in the treeline she was staring
into. Even at night, the sweltering humidity of the
Istavinion Coast made sweat dot Kalea’s forehead as she gazed out into the foreboding forest.
Standing several inches over seven feet tall,
Kalea was a little over three hundred pounds in
lean, corded muscle. With her sleeveless, dark
brown leather jerkin and pants contrasting her
grey skin, her jagged tattoos and striated musculature were especially defined, which she found
was a useful deterrent to most would-be combatants. She cut an intimidating figure, to say
the least, and her bald, tattooed head and face
belied little in the way of mercy when battle was
on her mind.
Sadly, were these creatures of the night to attack, her dominating presence would do little to
deter them. For that, the longsword at her hip
and the shield across her back was more than
enough. She had taken this job in part because
her adopted mother Adelise needed her to, but
also because she was desperate to put the martial skills the smithy had taught her to the test.
She was still an unseasoned combatant, and
though her brawn and natural athleticism could
get her far, she fiercely desired the mastery of

combat in all its forms.
The sound of steel on leather cut through the
crackling of the fire and the foreboding silence
of the woods as she drew her simple steel
longsword. For now, she left her shield leaning
against the fallen log she had made her seat
for her nightly watch, where she could easily
access it if she needed it. Gripping the brown
leather of her blade’s hilt in two leather-gloved
hands, she stared out into the dancing shadows
of the fire-lit darkness, her face taut with determination and focus as her heart sent adrenaline
coursing through her veins.
Then she heard it. A low growl, and the padding
of paws on leaves and twigs. Shortly after, she
saw three pairs of yellow eyes staring out of
the darkness at her and the convoy, the light of
the fire dancing in their low, canine eyes. She
heard one of the three horses that were posted
up at the opposite edge of the clearing nicker
nervously.
There was silence save for the fire, the shifting
of now-awakening merchants and the other two
guards, and the growling of the three advancing wolves. After a few more tense moments,
the wolves stalked out of the trees, stepping
into the orange illumination of the campfire.
She took in their matted, sleek fur, which was a
spectrum of grey ranging from nearly black on
their backs and the tops of their heads to nearly white on their chin and their legs, and their
slavering maws, quivering with their growling,
which were filled with sharp, white teeth, and
two pairs of pronounced fangs on the top and
bottom.
They numbered three, and approached in a
loose arrow formation. They had various distinguishing marks: the one taking point had a
jagged scar over its left eye so it couldn’t open,
the one on the left had a broken toe on his front
left paw, and the one on the right was missing
one of his top fangs. But it didn’t matter. They
would die, they would flee, or they would kill
Kalea. And the only thing that would decide
which of those three things would occur was
Kalea’s skill with her blade, and if her will to live
eclipsed theirs.
They were only about twenty feet away, and

Kalea moved to keep her back to the fire. She
had hunted wolves before, and she knew they
liked to distract their prey before sweeping about
the rear. With that in mind, she said over her
shoulder, and without taking her eyes off the approaching predators, “Lukhal, take Cirdire and go
make sure the rest of their pack isn’t preparing to
feast on our horses.” Her voice was strong and
steely, matching the rest of her figure well.
At her command, the two other guards moved
around the convoy and to the side where the
horses were tethered to their post. Lukhal was
a squat, mail-clad dwarf who trusted his tankard
more than himself and Cirdire was a lithe, leather-clad half elf who was woefully ill-trained with
his spear, but they did what Kalea asked and
that’s what mattered. And right now, it was what
would ensure that the convoy continued their
journey.
With the other two guards protecting the convoy’s rear, Kalea took a wider stance and shifted
her two-handed grip on her longsword, her left dominant - hand gripping close to the crossguard
and her right holding onto the bottom of the
grip and the top of the diamond-shaped pommel. With her three and a half foot long blade,
she had a significant range advantage against
the wolves; however, should they get in close,
Kalea would have to resort to rapid hand-to-hand
engagement or suffer potentially grave wounds.
Additionally, the campfire at her back was both a
boon and a bane: it protected her rear, but it also
limited her movement. To keep it at her back, she
would be unable to backpedal and would have to
strafe diagonally backwards.
Taking all that into consideration, she gave the
wolves her steely gaze, staring perpendicularly
down the side of her diagonally-upheld blade.
Several gruelingly tense seconds passed, before
the wolves made their move. The broken-toed
wolf on the left swung around to her side as the
snaggle-toothed wolf on the right moved parallel, both snarling as they did. At the same time,
the scarred wolf in the center pounced forward,
snarling all the same.
Kalea gave them a roar to startle them, even as
she swung her longsword about like a bat. The
whirl of steel and the whistle of her blade cutting

through air surprised the wolves further, and
gave them brief pause in their advance. That
was all she needed.
With the wolves broken up and pausing to consider their next move, Kalea reached a gloved
hand into the fire behind her, holding her longsword in her left as her right came back with
a half-burning log. She hurled it at the wolf to
her right as she turned to strike the one on her
left. She heard the log give a satisfying thud as
it collided into the wolf, followed by the wolf’s
whining as it was burned and forced back.
With her rear protected for the moment, and
keeping her right arm free to bat away the
central wolf that was now to her side, she
dove forward and brought her blade down in a
one-handed, overhead chop. The wolf dodged
to the right even as the central wolf came
barreling in on that same side, and so Kalea
brought her right hand back to its position on
her hilt, stopped the slice midair and swung
herself around to the right, wheeling her blade
around as well.
Her arms jarred in their sockets as the sailing
speed of her sword was stopped dead by its
braining chop into the skull of the left wolf. Grey
matter and gore splattered across her blade,
the ground, and both wolves in front of her
as the sword carved through its killing blow,
only stopping once it was halfway through the
skullcap of the wolf. She felt the tug of muscle,
bone, and fur on her blade as she fought to
wrench it free.
The central wolf, driven to fury by the death of
its companion, leapt towards her with a growl
on its lips, slobber trailing out of the corners of
its lips. The blade came free as the wolf came
upon her, too late for her to place it between
herself and her assailant. Instead, she caught
the wolf in the stomach with her clenched right
fist, hearing ribs crack as her unstoppable force
collided with a very moveable object.
Her uppercut sent the already airborne wolf
flying backwards nearly ten feet, where it
bounced several times before stopping, its ragged breathing pressing on despite its wounds;
however, as Kalea moved to put the wolf out
of its misery, the third wolf - the one she had
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thrown the log at - came snarling towards her,
aiming for her legs. She didn’t have time to
swing her sword around, so she braced for impact and pain.
With her eyes focused on the wolf barreling
towards her, she heard a metallic twang and
a whistle, followed very rapidly by a blur of a
crossbow bolt flying from her right peripheral and
slamming into the side of the wolf. The rage in
the wolf’s eyes rapidly went to pain as the momentum of the bolt and its own charge sent it
careening off to her left, sliding across the grassy
ground before it stopped. Like its gut-punched
companion, it struggled still to breath, and got to
its feet atop quivering legs.
She grimaced. Though it was necessary, she
took no pleasure from putting animals out of their
pained miseries. With her lips pressed tightly,
and her longsword in one hand, she moved to
the first, barely standing wolf and killed it with
a downward slice across the back of its neck.
It went down with a bloody thud. Moving to the
second one, which was still on its side, eyes
closed, and struggling to breathe, Kalea put
it down with a simple, two-handed downward
thrust into its neck.
With the sickening, wet noise of a blade travelling through flesh, she withdrew her gore-splattered, blood-dripping longsword from the canine.
She heard shouts across the clearing, and casting her silver eyes across the convoy she saw
that Lukhal was chasing off a few much more
mangy wolves that had gone for the horses and
Cirdire had taken one of the crossbows tucked
into one of the carts and used it to halt the wolf
that had been charging Kalea. She nodded her
thanks, which he returned with wild, fearful eyes.
It hadn’t occurred to her that this may very well
have been Cirdire’s first combat experience.
“Be thankful they weren’t sentient. Putting down
an animal is sad, but putting down another thinking, living mortal… That’s what keeps you up at
night.” She spoke with a false confidence. She
hadn’t ever actually killed another sentient creature. Fought, yes, but never killed. But she knew
Cirdire would need some reassurance, so she
gave it to him in her own, blunt way.
Kalea grimaced as she scanned the three dead

wolves. She shouted across the clearing, all
pretense of stealthiness gone, “Lukhal, how
many wolves were there around back?” She
heard the sound of metal sliding through flesh
and bone, and a carcass settling onto the
ground.
The grunts of the dwarf preceded his response,
which he gave as he rounded the carts and
came back into the firelight. “There were five
total, but only two had the balls to actually attack. They were mangy. Runts of the litter, most
likely. Sent by the alpha to get the easy pickings while the big dogs got the harder prey.”
She grunted, nodding to him. His voice was
gruff and flat, and every sentence seemed to
start low and then end high. It was strangely rhythmic while also being one of the most
monotonous speech patterns she’d ever heard.
She looked from the dwarf to her blade, and
grimaced as she saw the blood that slicked it,
the gore that hung from it in tatters, and the
chunks of grey matter in between.
“Well, I suppose you all really were worth your
price.” Kalea looked up from her blade at Forthwind, the fat merchant that owned the caravan,
his haughty voice still reverberating faintly off
the silent trees. The skin around his mouth was
a blotchy red. Kalea must have applied more
pressure than she thought. “I was beginning to
get worried I brought along muscle for no good
reason,” he sneered, his face still red from the
raw fear he was now trying desperately to cover up.
In a purposefully flat voice that cut through
whatever social maneuvering Forthwind was
attempting, Kalea said, “You get what you
paid for. If you had paid us more, maybe we
wouldn’t have waited till they were in our camp
to drive them off.” That was wholly untrue.
Kalea, and presumably Lukhal and Cirdire,
knew that pushing wolves out into the forest,
where they knew the land and could surround
you easily, was a death wish. But Kalea also
knew that Forthwind had never even held a
blade outside of portraits, much less used it to
defend himself.
Her rebuke had the desired effect, as he silently looked her up and down, lingering on the still

dripping blade held out at her side. The redness
came back to his face in force, though this time
Kalea assumed it was embarrassment, as he
said, “Hm, I suppose so.” The haughtiness was
gone, replaced by the quiet sorrow of a man
whose fragile pride was wounded. Kalea refused
to allow a smile betray the joy she felt at driving
a knife in his ego, and instead went and sat back
on her log, next to her unmoved shield.
She began cleaning her blade with a rag she
kept in her pouch. As the cloth passed over the
gore, faint squelching and wet sliding could be
heard faintly over the fire. Out of the corner of
her focused eyes, Kalea saw Forthwind and
his merchant lackeys watching intently, with the
former’s pride still wounded and the latter not
knowing what else to do. When she finished the
gruesome job, holding the blade to the firelight to
ensure it was in fact clean, Kalea tossed the gore-soaked cloth to Lukhal, who had just finished
cleaning his warhammer.
He caught it, and wordlessly nodded as he filled
a pot with water and set it to boil over the fire,
placing both her rag and the one he had used
on his own weapon inside. Kalea looked at the
dwarf, and grunted as he went to grab his flask.
He stopped mid-motion, and locked eyes with
her.
Glad she managed to catch him before he drank,
Kalea asked, “You ever seen wolves attack like
that?” She put on the calm demeanor of a warrior analyzing the situation, but she was genuinely curious.
He thought for a moment, heavy brows furrowed,
before shaking his head. “No. Never like that, at
least. I’d say in my decades of work like this, I’ve
dealt with some-odd a dozen wolf attacks. Usually they focus on the prey that they think’ll keep
them from the rest of the prey, and they never
keep mangy mutts like the ones that attacked the
horses. If I had to guess-”
“They’re struggling for food,” Kalea finished his
thought. He nodded, looking down at the pot, the
water within just beginning to boil. “But why,” she
asked. “It’s summer, and one of the warmest and
most plentiful we’ve seen in a long time. Think
their den got destroyed in the storm?” A storm
had wracked the region about ten days - a week

- prior. A hundred-year storm, they called it.
He pondered the thought, then shrugged and
said, “Mayhaps. No way to know for sure.
Either way, I doubt it matters. If there were any
other members of their pack, they were either
pups or infirm, and they’re as good as dead
now with their alpha and their hunters dead.”
She frowned. She had enjoyed the battle,
but thinking about it after the fact made her
sorrowful, and she couldn’t stop the nagging
feeling that there was something else that
drove wolves to attack the way they did. Something wrong. She took her whetstone and set
to sharpening her blade, and for several minutes the sounds of stone scraping steel and
the combination of boiling water and crackling
flame were the only noises to fill the campsite.
When she finished her maintenance on her
weapon, she gave her leather armor some
passing glances, then undid her glove on her
right hand. She nodded to herself as she inspected her hand, relieved that her uncouth
stomach punch against the wolves hadn’t
caused her any unnecessary harm. Other than
some redness on her knuckles and an aching
in her joints, her hand seemed to be fine.
Giving her hand one last passing glance, she
slid the glove back on, and as she did so, she
heard footsteps behind her and saw Cirdire
step over the log and sit next to her. The scent
of bile hit her nostrils, and as she looked at his
paler than usual face, she knew he had just
finished throwing up. Casting her eyes about
the camp, she realized that the merchants had
all gone off to bed. She must have been so
wrapped up in her maintenance work that she
didn’t even notice.
She half-shrugged to herself, unperturbed by
their absence, then turned back to Cirdire. “You
alright,” she asked, quietly and with a hint of
genuine sympathy. She looked at him, but she
refused to meet her gaze, staring instead at the
pot as Lukhal worked to remove the boiled rags
from it.
She nudged him gently on the arm, and he at
last spoke, “Yeah, I’m fine. I just couldn’t get
the sight of you opening that wolf’s brain out
of my head, so my stomach forced it out.” He

17

18

half-heartedly chuckled, and she punched him
jokingly in the shoulder.
“Well, at least I made a spectacle of it, yeah?”
She laughed quietly, but the smile died on her
face as she saw his eyes remain concerned,
saddened, and - though she wasn’t sure - even
horrified. Quieter, she asked, “This isn’t what you
were expecting, huh?”
He shook his head. She knew the feeling. It was
only her second time doing something like this,
and the first where she had faced true danger
on the job. The other time had been a caravan
up to Brackhill itself, the fortress of the local lord,
which was only about three days from her home
in Wolfward - compared to the five it took to get
to their current destination, a mining town named
Ramidalr - and a generally safer route, on account of the lord’s forces patrolling more frequently. In fact, she had only seen a single patrol
in the four days they’d been travelling thus far,
and even then, it was only a half dozen lightly-armored, poorly trained dimwits.
She continued, “Well, it doesn’t get easier. At
least, not from what I’ve seen. My mom used to
serve in Lord Eltumal’s garrison, and she said
that the way she always justified it was that she
was a shield of civilization. Without people like
us, spilling blood and shedding our own, all of
our loved ones would be prey to all the things
that go bump in the night. Besides, it’s kind of
fun. I’ve yet to find a thrill that matches that of
battle.”
He seemed to agree with most of what she said
- save the last part - and his mood visually improved. “And it pays well.”
She smiled, eager to see his youthful liveliness
restored, at least partially. “And it pays well,” she
returned with a chuckle. Cirdire was a good person, and young - especially by half-elf standards.
She was glad that she could stave off the crushing darkness of life for at least one more night,
and keep his childish joy alive for that much
longer. She would hate to see life tear him down
like it had her brother.
She frowned, a pang of sadness striking her
heart. She hadn’t thought about Vaurin much
since she left on her trip. She hadn’t even said
goodbye. In truth, she had gotten annoyed with

him. She loved him to the ends of the earth,
and had been there for him night and day,
through thick and thin, but this trip was proving
to be a nice break. Her frown deepened. She
hated when she thought about him like that.
Shaking her head, trying to rid herself of her
thoughts, she turned to Cirdire. He had been
watching her embark on her purely mental
journey, no doubt wondering what was going
through her mind. As she looked at him, he
glanced away and blushed.
Oh gods, he had feelings for her.
In a soured mood, and not wanting him to think
anything other than what she felt, she plainly
said, “I’m going to sleep. Have a good night,
Cirdire, and keep me out of your thoughts.” His
mouth opened slightly, shock on his face as
all color fled his cheeks. She locked his wide
eyes for several seconds, keeping a stone cold
visage, before he nodded and left wordlessly.
Nodding to herself, she laid down on the log
and positioned her pack like a pillow.
Sleep was hesitant to come to her, her body
still holding some residual adrenaline from the
battle a half-hour ago. But, with some time and
some mindless insistence, the aches and fatigues of the day dragged Kalea down into the
oblivion of sleep.
The rest of the trip was thankfully peaceful,
and the caravan arrived at the industry-choked
village of Ramidalr two mornings after the wolf
attack. Kalea saw the sun rising over the mountains ahead as their caravan crested over the
final hill to reach Ramidalr. The orange and red
rays were choked slightly by the smoke already
rising from the great furnaces of the mining
town. She could hear the clang of the mines
and the refineries processing the ores into
ingots.
She grimaced. She adored the forge - she even
hoped to one day make herself a proper blade
and set of plate - but she abhorred the process
of getting metals. Sometimes, entire mountain
sides would be ripped apart for the precious
metals hidden within. And the smell of the
furnaces and the way their smoke choked the
lungs and blurred the senses? Kalea was not a
fan.

As she trotted alongside the horse-drawn carts,
she watched as Forthwind began to pick up his
stride, his chest puffing as he prepared to deal
with more of his ilk. A smile stretched across his
pudgy face as he stared ahead at Ramidalr. Her
grimace deepened. Gods, she hated merchants.
She pulled her chin up slightly, breathing deeply
through her nose for a few moments. Frustration
would achieve nothing. Besides, she didn’t even
have to do the talking. She was just there to look
scary and, if the situation called for it, be scary.
The piglets would mewl amongst themselves for
a few hours, the real backbone of the community - laborers - would load up the ore, and then
they’d be back off the way they came.
Maybe she could find some pit fighting in the
meantime. She had heard rumors that Ramidalr
had a robust underground fighting ring, which
was apparently a trend among industrial settlements. She couldn’t understand why. Sure, fighting was fun, but it could easily land you a broken
hand or worse. If you had to mine or work a furnace or load crates every day in order to survive,
how could you afford the injuries of brawling?
She shrugged slightly to herself as Lukhal
walked up beside the towering goliath woman.
He was only a few inches above half her height,
yet was well more than half her weight. Dwarves
were like meaty cannonballs, Kalea had decided, though she would never say that to a dwarf’s
face.
He grunted, droplets of whiskey on his beard,
and grumbled something in Dwarvish. Kalea
could understand only a few phrases in the
harsh, runic language of the dwarves, and she
recognized the one Lukhal used: laz-thrak.
Shithole. She raised her hairless brows in surprise, a smile crossing her tattooed face.
“Really,” she asked. “I thought dwarves considered mountains their flesh and metalworking
their blood.” Her tone was partially genuine curiosity, but mostly mocking.
“I’ll not be belittled by you, Kalea, even if you are
a half-giant.” She was a goliath, but she didn’t
correct him. It was a common misconception
among people, and she had grown tired of correcting every half-wit she met. “Dwarves survived
the Reckoning in the Shelter Cities, like every-

one else. We’re no more blood of the mountains than anyone else. We simply have a
knack and tradition for metalwork and delving.”
She pondered his words. She had heard of the
Reckoning, but the Shelter Cities were new to
her. She wasn’t a fan of lore and history like her
brother. Reading bored her, and listening to stories was often a waste of time, in her opinion.
So, instead of asking about the Shelter Cities,
she merely nodded and grunted. “Apologies,”
she said. “Didn’t mean to offend.”
“Ah, none taken. Despite my love for whiskey,
I still consider myself a proud dwarf and have
seen many more winters than other races
would be able to, and I’m not even decrepit.
As such, I do my best to preserve our honor,
culture, and history. When I can.” He seemed
proud of himself, a glint of happiness shining
through his buzzed eyes.
She nodded. She understood where the dwarf
was coming from. Though less bothered with it
than her brother, she understood that she and
him were the final members of their clan. They
had a duty to the Valu-Nokane’s history and the
blood of their fallen families to ensure that the
clan never died its final death and passed from
living memory. “I respect that,” she said, looking down at the dwarf. He looked up and met
her gaze. They shared a moment of connection
and mutual understanding and respect, before
looking back out at Ramidalr.
They were passing through the farms surrounding the town now. Miners had to be fed,
and rocks certainly wouldn’t do the trick. Even
then, the farms surrounding Ramidalr seemed
sad, constricted somehow. It was as though a
somber blanket was laid over the town - and in
some ways, there was one.
A thin blanket of soot seemed to cover everything, and it was then Kalea understood. The
very soil and the crops that came from it were
choked by the fires of industry, in the same way
the sunrise was. If even the sun, rising gloriously over the Gloumeda Mountains, couldn’t
resist the corrupting effects of smoke and ash,
what hope did seedlings rising from the ground
have?
They approached the wooden palisades of
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Ramidalr, their brown logs stained darker by ash.
As the caravan reached the gates, Forthwind
began discussing his business with the guards.
And so, she gazed ever intently at the guard
on the left, doing her best to look invested and
attentive while Forthwind secured the group
entry. The left guard was, she decided, the most
interesting to look at of the three men arrayed
before the caravan. He seemed much like her,
in all honesty. He was broad of shoulders and
all-around powerfully built - for a human. He had
shaggy, brown hair that fell over the shoulders of
his chainmail hauberk. He rested on a spear that
he held vertically in his right hand, and his blue
eyes gazed out across the caravan. His face was
defined and strong, with a jagged scar across his
forehead.
She was running through all the ways she could
lay him out in a barefist brawl when Forthwind’s
voice cut through the din. “Alright, pack it up.
We’re heading to the mines,” he called, his voice
no longer hinting at the wound Kalea dealt to his
pride the other night. She grimaced as he made
eye contact, and then found herself smiling as he
visibly faltered for a moment. She enjoyed that
he feared her, or at least respected her.
The caravan made their way through the sootcaked village to the northern mines, and the
miners loaded up the iron ore the outsiders had
come for under the shadow of the mountains.
Thus, the day passed much as Kalea anticipated. Forthwind departed to “discuss business”
with several gnomish merchants, and Kalea
spent the day drinking and eventually brawling
with countless miners of all races and genders.
The caravan departed Ramidalr early the next
morning, and Kalea spent the first of five days
traveling back to Wolfward working off her hangover. The trip back was uneventful, though they
did have several encounters with more wolves;
however, those encounters ended peacefully,
and Kalea returned home with a full coin purse
and Adelise’s iron. With both, Kalea could relax
for a few months’ time and maybe even convince
the blacksmith to let her forge some weaponry or
armor. She would simply have to wait and see.
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I wanna stay on bogus shit
like shit you’ve never seen before,
like the shit that’s only in movies,
but it’s my life
(which is definitely more bogus)
I wanna blow people’s minds
I wanna blow my mind
I wanna push harder
and think bigger and be louder
and hopefully weird some people out along the way, ya know?
I wanna dance like everybody’s watching
and I just don’t give a shit
I wanna headbang and strip tease
and scream and be too much
because more is more and fuck you
I wanna be a motherfuckin monster
I wanna love me like Kanye loves Kanye
And I don’t wanna care about what you think

The leaves crinkle under our feet as the bare branches of trees loom overhead. It is fall, and as we
breathe in the crisp air our exhales let off a faint mist.
The sight of trees and blue sky above is seemingly
endless. It is refreshing after being in the enclosed
space of the city. My nephew and I just reach a hill
overlooking miles when I hear it, a waterfall down in
the valley. I hear the cascading liquid bubbling as it
breaks on rocks, I can almost smell the sweet moisture in the air around it. I look at Finn, and see in his
eyes a familiar look, one that I used to give his father,
my brother. His quick glance shows me he is excited,
a kind of untethered excitement that has no tangible
basis, one that you are born with, a bottomless
optimism.
We go down to the waterfall and let our
thoughts flow away with the endless stream. It lets
out into a pool with dark green rocks shimmering underneath. I take off my shoes, and see to it my feet
get a good rinse, a baptism of sorts. I think of it as a
purification and renewal of my feet, the water takes
with it all the memories of places they have taken
me, reviving in them a new since of adventure, an
ambitiousness that tingles my toes. Finn sees me
smiling as my feet patter on the surface of the pool,
and naturally, decides to outdo me. The next moment
his head comes out of the falls as quickly as it went
in. We’re both laughing, and that’s when we hear it.
Off in the distance, far away from the cool
breeze in the leaves and the birds flitting through
trees, I can almost feel it. A dark grey cloud amassing
and building, impending its shapeless mass towards
our small oasis. In an instant, birds are flying away
as fast as their wings can go, winds only felt in hurricanes sweep against us and I know this must be the
end. How long was that moment before the complete
envelopment of our bodies? A second maybe; I spent
it staring into Finn’s confused eyes, the ghost of a
smile still lingering as it all goes black. We feel the
wind take us into its own sort of waterfall, except it is
a dark, swirling world of numb mystery, and we felt no
more.
A light in the dark,

a burst of sound,
and I am traveling through a tunnel with
embryonic vulnerability, I see everything as it
passes by with frightening speed, my whole life
in accurate precision, every unimportant event
and anticlimactic moment seems the most desirable. The quiet creak of a door as I come
home after a long day, the feel of spreading
strawberry jam on toast, the sight of a dark and
rainy road lit up by distant streetlamps. In an
obscure way I am living my life over again in
seconds, each second just as easily a year as
my eyes take in more details then I ever thought
possible. The time it would normally take to examine each detailed strand of the fabric of my
life is sped up, intensified, as I watch my own
self lying in bed reading a book. The wind from
the growing breeze outside has barely swept
away at my white curtains as another gust of
air, embodied with the sunset breaking across
the horizon, flaps a little at the page I’m on. My
hand comes down to reinforce my place as I
suddenly realize I am being watched, not from
some abase paranoia commonly felt by nervous
minds, but something deeper and with eyes farther away than the universe can even begin to
contain, but also right there with me. I am not
worried, merely curious of who would care to
see me right now, unless it is my own self coming back to visit this memory. It is not the first
time I have thought this, and it makes sense because if I ever was to pass away so suddenly, I
would naturally wish to go visit every moment,
but why a moment this unimportant?

“A light in the dark,
a burst of sound,
and I am traveling
through a
tunnel with
embryonic
vulnerability”
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A herd of leaves tumble across the black asphalt.
Different shades of orange and brown.
The moon shines less brightly,
then the streetlamps.
A leaf crunches.
I turn to look.
There is the silhouette of a man.
I walk faster to my car, heels pounding,
Against the black asphalt. Footsteps following,
right behind me. I reach into my purse for my keys.
Looking for my pepper spray at the same time. Then they fall.
Cling.
I turn to
see how close
my pursuer is, but
It was only a man casually
Walking to his car as
well. Never even
glancing my
way.
The wind
blows a sigh of
relief with me. As
I pick up my keys and
wonder what
could have
happened.
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How long can two not-strangers
Talk without saying anything
Your tapioca soaked voice
Fat and sweet in my ear
Hanging on to the decorated nothing
Spilling from your mouth like frothed milk
And sure
I ladle out my share of squared away nonsense
To chatter back to you
At the speed of light
Or so I imagine
And to the curly haired barista behind the bar
We look like two happy idiots
With a secret language of made-ups and insiders
Sophisticated harpies of endless banter
And pointless spells of laugh shouting
Toasts to comedians
But we’re drowning in air so thick it gets
Choked on the way down
Swimming through anecdotes and one-liners
About forget-me-nots
and grandma’s one latch shoe
Or the man who- never mind
If we keep our oxygen filled with words
We can swallow a little easier
Because nothing digests better than anything.

On a buildup of rocks smoothed round by the water of Lake St. Clair sits a little girl. This little girl has
just turned six years old, and so she wears her new, frilly two-piece bathing suit that she got from her
mom. Her hair, as short as it is, has not yet gotten wet; the little girl is too busy running her little palms
back and forth over the soft algae of the rocks, moving slowly with the motion of the water. To her, it
feels just as good as running her fingers through her hair when it was long and free, when she’d keep
her head back in the bathtub, just enough so that she could breathe but still feel as if she were entirely underwater.
A brush of wind goes by, and the little girl shivers. This is enough for her to finally leave the
algae alone in favor of sliding off of the rock and fully into the water. The June sun has kept it nice
and warm for this little girl, just as she likes it. She is careful not to fall too far from the rocks, both at
the many warnings of her dad and for the sake of her comfort. She likes to be able to sit down in the
rocky sand and dig her toes into the softer silt below, and given long enough, she buries both of her
legs in it, too. The motion of the water cannot sway her when she’s buried like this, which only aids in
her ongoing make-pretend that she is a beautiful mermaid basking in the sunlight upon the shores of
some faraway island.
Even without anyone to share this world with, the little girl spends her time within it for hours
and hours, letting it wash over her each time she visits the lake, takes a bath, and sometimes even
when she swims with her cousins at her Mimi’s public pool, but only when they are tired of her and
leave her alone in the shallow end. Being alone, luckily, is not something that she struggles with, but
it’s not that she doesn’t care for company. In fact, on this particular day, there’s someone that decides
to join her after she’s fully cemented herself in the sand and silt. A bullfrog settles down in the algae
atop the rocks, its body just large enough to allow its eyes to sit above the water at its highest. The
little girl stares at the bullfrog, absolutely transfixed. She watches as it slurps the microscopic bugs
and other crawly things out of the waving algae. Its eyes never look away from hers.
“Hi, Mr. Frog.” The little girl’s voice is just pitched high enough that it rises over the lapping of
the water. “What did you do today?”
The bullfrog takes a brief respite from combing through the algae in front of it and anchors its
webbed feet onto the slick rock. “I ate some bugs, of course! You got any bugs for me?”
“Nooo,” the little girl giggles. Her hands move up and down, up and down in the sand on either
side of her out of excitement, kicking up clouds of grainy dust. “Mommy has worms in her garden. I
like the worms. Do you want worms?”

27

28

“Oh, yes!” The bullfrog shifts its back legs and scratches its right side with its foot. “Big worms.
Bring some tomorrow; I’m getting tired.”
The little girl, with a smile from ear to ear, watches the bullfrog hop off of the rock and shoot through
the water, going farther and farther until it can no longer be seen. Alone once again, the little girl resumes her make-pretend. By the time her dad comes looking for her, her hands are so shriveled that
they remind him of his own father.
The sun has only just come up the next day by the time the little girl dips her toes into the
water of the lake. She carries with her a plastic, bright yellow bucket meant for building sandcastles;
today, it is being used to carry the five worms that the little girl dug up not long ago. Her fingers are
still caked in the black dirt that her mom recently covered the garden with. The little girl had spent her
birthday helping her pat down the dirt and make little shallow holes to put the seeds in. Her mom wore
thick patterned gloves and old clothes that she could easily bear with dirtying, but the little girl was in
her prettiest yellow sundress, which she used to hold the seeds she wanted to plant in her lap. By the
end of the day, the bottom half of her dress and her legs up to her knees were covered in dirt, but her
mom wasn’t angry with her. She never was, and that’s what the little girl loved so much about her. No
matter what she did, her mom never yelled at her.
Her dad was a different story. When she came in the house that day through the sliding glass
door and tracked the dark dirt into the computer room, her dad picked her up roughly by the arms
and carried her all the way to the bathroom in her parents’ room. He took her dress off and made her
sit on the edge of the bathtub, and unlike the gentle touch that her mom would use, he scrubbed her
legs with an old washcloth until they were red and burning. The little girl cried and cried, but her dad
said nothing; when he felt that she was finally clean of all of the dirt, he sent her upstairs to her room
to change into her pajamas on her own. She spent the rest of the day hiding in the corner of her room
underneath the slanted portion of her ceiling, sniffling as quietly as she could and eating chocolate
raisins one by one out of the box that her dad gave her that morning.
The little girl positions herself next to the rocks of yesterday and sets the yellow pail on top of
the biggest one. She shoves her hands in the water and waves them around, then slaps them together until all of the dirt is gone. With her hands clean, she reaches into the bucket and pulls out one
earthworm. She dunks it into the water, too, and shakes it until it’s clean. She repeats this process
with the other four worms, transferring them to her left hand once they are clean, and then finally
grabs the bucket and glides it through the water until it, too, is free of dirt. She drops the worms back
into the bucket, buries her toes into the sand, and relaxes as she waits for the bullfrog to return.
The bullfrog announces its entrance by the sound of its padded feet smacking the water atop the
rocks. It stops just short of the bucket, unaware of what’s inside.
“Mr. Frog, Mr. Frog! Look what I got!” The little girl awkwardly reaches into the bucket and pulls
out one of the worms. Her quick actions startle the bullfrog, but only enough to make it take a step
back. With her arm bent and her elbow pressed firmly into the algae, she holds the squirming worm in
front of the bullfrog’s face. It lunges at the worm and takes some of the little girl’s fingers in its mouth,
causing her to let out a surprised shriek just as she draws her hand back. This does not deter her,
however; with her signature smile painted on her face, she grabs another worm and fearlessly offers
it to the bullfrog again. She repeats this process until all of the worms are gone, then turns the yellow
bucket upside down.
“Those are the best worms I’ve ever had.” The bullfrog draws its feet underneath it, hunching
down.
“I got them from Mommy’s garden,” the little girl tells the bullfrog. “She has a lot of worms in
there. Mommy told me they’re good for the plants because they help them grow. Daddy says so, too,

so he doesn’t like when I dig the worms up.” Under the water, a cloud of sand grows as she begins
to move her feet from side to side. “Daddy yells at Mommy sometimes for letting me do it. I don’t like
when he yells. I like you, Mr. Frog, because you don’t yell.”
The bullfrog rotates to look directly at the little girl. They exchange stares, unblinking and silent,
until the bullfrog turns back around and hops into the water.
“Oh, are you going home? Okay! Bye bye Mr. Frog!” The little girl waves as she watches the
bullfrog kick its powerful back legs and masterfully glide through the water. She wishes that she could
be just as fast, but she knows that her legs were meant for walking, not swimming. With nothing left
to do on the shore, the little girl reluctantly peels her legs out of the sand and stands, brushing off her
legs as best as she can. After making absolutely sure to grab her cherished yellow pail, she spins
around and skips all the way home.
Though she wanted nothing more than to visit her new froggy friend, the little girl was unable
to go down to the shore for a whole week after their second meeting. On and off thunderstorms and
the high winds that came with them made it too dangerous for her to be outside on her own, let alone
near the water. There wasn’t much for her to do at home, admittedly; she could watch PBS on the
living room TV, but that was about all. She didn’t like the babysitter that came to watch her while her
parents were at work, either, so she couldn’t even play any games with her. The little girl instead
passed her time laying on the floor, staring up at the ceiling, and imagining that she and her bullfrog
friend were swimming together at her Mimi’s pool.
She wondered if the bullfrog had any friends other than her, or if it had any parents to go home
to. She wished that she knew where it lived, too, and whether or not it was safe. If she had known that
the storms were going to be so bad, she would have picked up the bullfrog and taken it with her in the
same yellow bucket she fed it out of. She thought it would appreciate that. A home is better than the
outside world, anyway. Outside is too hot in the day and too cold at night, windy, rainy… The little girl
was suddenly thankful that she had a roof over her head.
Over the course of the week, there was one thing the little girl worried about, other than the
bullfrog’s safety. She didn’t like to be home with her dad very much, and with the storms being so
bad, he didn’t leave the house after he came home from work like he usually did. Him and her mom,
as a result, were yelling at each other more and more. It happened most often at night. Even though
their room was downstairs and on the other side of the house, the little girl could still hear their voices carrying up through the vents in the floor of her room. She wished that there was something she
could do to make them stop, but it just scared her more to think about. She didn’t know why they
fought, or what it was about, so she didn’t know what to say. All she could do was cover her head with
her blankets and try to go to sleep, because she knew that if her dad came upstairs to find she was
awake that late, he’d yell at her, too.
It was a Sunday when the storms finally died down. The sky was still grey and cloudy, but the
wind had stopped whistling through the pipes and rattling the windows, and the only rain left was in
puddles on the sides of the road. The little girl’s mom had told her that once it stopped raining, she
could go back down to the lake, but this time she had to let her know. Therefore, as soon as she
wakes up on this calm morning, she races downstairs after changing into her bathing suit and only
slows down when she opens the door to her parents’ bedroom. She can tell that both of them are still
sleeping, mostly by the loud sound of her dad’s snores and her mom’s awkward position.
The little girl creeps over to their bed and stands at the side. With her mom up against the wall,
she has to shake her awake from over her dad--but she finds that with her arms so short, she can’t
reach. Before she can move to try again, her dad’s snoring stops abruptly and his body tenses, and
all of a sudden, the little girl is on the floor, whirling with pain. Cries wrack her tiny body, her hands

29

30

cupping her right eye tightly. The noise wakes her mom, and she scrambles to get around her dad
and onto the floor, her arms finding their way around the little girl along with coos of “What’s wrong?
What’s wrong?”
“He hit me,” the little girl sobs, rocking back and forth. In that brief moment of her dad’s
semi-consciousness, his mind realized that someone was in the room with them, and without knowing who or why, the first thing he did was throw out his fist. The little girl’s dad tries to reason with her
mom, but there is nothing that can be said to make her any less angry. His pleas turn into anger, and
her mom’s sympathy does the same. Before it can get any worse, the little girl forces her way out of
her mom’s arms and runs out of the room. Her parents, too preoccupied with screaming at each other, leave her be, thinking that she would run upstairs to cry it out and they would deal with her later.
But the little girl can only think of one place to go. She runs out of the house and goes straight
for the lake, her bare feet picking up mud and bits of blacktop as she goes. Still, she holds one hand
over her eye, which has swollen and blackened in the time that has passed. Though there is no rain
now, the sky is still swirling with darkened grey clouds, and the wind makes goosebumps pop up all
over the little girl’s exposed skin. The water is just as cold as the outside air, but at the very least, it
keeps the wind from biting at her.
The bullfrog is already at the lake, having smushed itself into a small hole created by the space
between two rocks. The little girl, after steadying herself against the waves with her toes in the sand,
shoves her face in front of the bullfrog and sobs as loud as her little body will let her. She removes her
hand from her eye, too, letting it see what’s happened to her up close.
“My daddy-- he-- he hit me,” she cries. “I just-- wanted to ask mommy something, and…” The
little girl coughs, unable to go on. Instead, she just stares at the bullfrog and lets her tears drip into
the water, little by little. She puts her hands on the rocks on either side of the bullfrog when she feels
the water pulling her too much. In response, the bullfrog raises its head and extends its front legs to
appear taller. Its tongue flies out of its mouth and snags an ant from the wall of rock next to it, and as
it goes to swallow, it pushes its eyes briefly into its body. The little girl noisily sniffles, still staring right
at the bullfrog, but it gives no reassurance.
A raindrop plops squarely on the top of her head. When she opens her mouth to speak again,
the wind picks up, whipping her hair into her eyes; just as she swats it away, she sees the bullfrog
hop into the water right in front of her and start kicking its long legs, heading deeper into the lake. 		
“Wait! I wasn’t-- I’m not done! You’re being rude!”
The little girl whines, wanting sympathy, but the bullfrog only speeds up. She lets out a wail
and wades further into the waves. She hopes to catch the bullfrog in her tiny hands and trap it between her palms. Swimming, however, is not a skill that she possesses. As she tries to move faster
to catch up to the frog, she starts to kick both legs at once, outstretching her arms and slapping them
into the water to try and imitate a paddle. This proves to be even slower than before, but when she
tries to stand, she can no longer feel the sand beneath her feet. She can barely stay afloat, only managing to keep herself up with the furious paddling of her feet, but she quickly becomes tired and can
kick no longer. The bullfrog has gone completely out of her sight, and the shore looks so far away.
The waves have gotten taller, and in the middle of her rising panic, the little girl is swept under by the
current. Her lungs fill with water through her open mouth, and with no time to close her eyes, the salt
burns them deeply. Her legs won’t obey her, her arms don’t know how to carry her, and her sense of
direction was lost as soon as she went under.
Uneasy relief washes over her as the world fades to inky black.
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tw: anorexia

do not have a scale//i cringe away from mirrors in my girlfriend’s apartment//i cry in the bathroom after someone won’t stop talking about calorie deficits & protein shakes masquerading as
meals//i cry in the bathroom anyway//i play youtube videos on 2x speed when i shower so i can
ignore my body//please ignore my body//i told myself i was done with anorexia poetry
i am to the point, now, when i talk about it that people glance down//or at my chubby cheeks//&
i want to protest//i want to show them the pictures of my bruised spine from sleeping & sit-ups//
want to show them how you could count my ribs & vertebrae//want to tell them the measurement
my waistline used to be//& oh, believe me, the number is unbelievable//i want to prove i was
sick//i was sick//i used to be good at being sick//please stop looking at me now & disbelieving
me//stop looking at me now
i swear to god i try to be proud of this body now//yes, blythe, body forgive me//but this is the second time i’ve had to upsize my jeans//when my new coworker asks ‘what was your lowest weight’
the day he met me, i go home & cry because i am now the size of two of that dying girl & no one
cares anymore//i tell my therapist ‘i don’t feel good at recovery; i just feel bad at having an eating
disorder.’//i cry, ‘forgive me, forgive me, forgive me’ & avoid my mirrors//& somehow live another
day
& i dream of forgetting i have a body//picking up a donut in the morning without knowing the
calories//drinking my dr. pepper without other people commenting to me about the sugar//i know.
i promise, i know//they say you aren’t recovered for seven years//i dream of seven years//i dream
of going back & getting her help before she became me//i dream of stopping the next girl//i will
not listen to you talk about your diet//you deserve to eat//you’ve always deserved to eat//me, &
the next girl, & you//you deserve to eat
i work as a princess//when i started, i still had that impossible waistline//people cooed over my
corseting//but now i absolutely flounce into parties//i sing & don’t get dizzy//i chase kids around
the yard//they look up at me & say ‘i love you.’//they look up & say ‘you’re so pretty.’//i look down
& say ‘you, too,’ & i mean it//they don’t know i struggled to zip up my dress//& they don’t know
i’m avoiding a double chin//they smile with their whole BODY//& all they know is i can pick them
up now//really, recovery is a lot of picking up//& we laugh & i’d give anything//to keep them from
becoming me//but for now, we’re twirling//hands on hips//no matter how wide
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“Hey, let’s keep moving. I think the shark
tanks are up next.”

We were in the jellyfish exhibit when the
world exploded.

My eyes didn’t meet his; they remained
fixed on two especially luminous jellyfish that
had just collided and were now being propelled
backwards by the force of the action. This was
typical Adam behavior, always focused on the
future, always planning ahead. The exact opposite of myself. I loved how he was constantly on
the move, but I also loved persuading him to slow
down from time to time.

Just seconds before, Adam and I had been
gazing at the gelatinous bodies of the jellyfish as
they floated around the tank’s electric blue water.
This part of the aquarium had the somber ambiance of a cathedral; its dim lights seemed to hush
the voices of all who entered, including the middle school field trip that had been trailing behind
us since the admission desk. My gaze wandered
to the left of the tank, where a sign hung reading

Immortal Jellyfish (Turritopsis dohrnii)
The “Immortal Jellyfish”, belonging to the Hydrozoan class of the Cnidarian phylum, is named so
because it’s among the few species of jellyfish
with the ability to reverse its biotic cycle. This
allows the Turritopsis to revert back to its polyp
phase (see Figure 1.B below), rendering it biologically immortal. In nature, however, most Turritopsis are likely to succumb to predation or disease
in the medusa stage, without ever reverting to the
polyp form. But how does their incredible ability
work? Like most other Hydrozoans, Turritopsis
begin their life as tiny, free-swimming larvae
known as planulae...
I felt my eyes glaze over as the text diverged into an undecipherable mass of scientific
jargon. Behind me, the effect of the exhibit’s tranquility was rapidly wearing off on the young students; with each passing second their whispers
and laughter seemed to increase in volume. The
magic was wearing off on Adam, too. I heard him
exhale loudly and braced myself for his inevitable
urging that we move on. Sure enough, within a
few seconds he turned to me and prompted

“It must be nice to be one of them, just
floating around aimlessly forever.” I remarked in
an attempt to stall him.
“Can you imagine how simple life would
be? If we could just float aimlessly?” I continued,
unwilling to leave the exhibit’s peaceful atmosphere.
“I mean, isn’t that essentially what you’re already
doing?” He scoffed.
“You could say that.” I replied. There
was a faint smile on my face when I said it; we
both knew that he was right. If anyone else had
said such a thing to me it would’ve hurt, but the
three-year long relationship I’d shared with Adam
allowed for us to make such jibes at each other.
I’d been unemployed for a few months,
fresh out of university with a philosophy degree
that was gathering dust on a bookshelf in my
apartment. Throughout my undergrad years, law
school had been the post-graduation plan I would
confidently tell anyone who asked, but as the
days leading up to the application deadline flew
by, I found myself growing increasingly nauseated with the whole thing. I didn’t want to go to law
school. I didn’t want to do anything. In the throes
of my quarter-life crisis I found myself disgusted
by my own free will. I could see my future branching out in front of me in a thousand potential
paths, and I had no idea which one to follow.
In an attempt to make some type of sense
out of my life, I was developing an affinity for visiting places that I had loved in my youth. During

my past few months of restlessness, I’d explored
dozens of museums, parks, and schools. There
was a rush of Déjà-vu that came over me when
I entered a place that I had strong memories
attached to but hadn’t physically been to in years.
I was essentially seeking solace by getting high
on nostalgia. It made me feel like I was rediscovering a past life. That’s how Adam and I ended
up at the aquarium for our date rather than one
of the usual /restaurant/movie theater/bar combinations; I was curious if it could stir the sense of
wonder that it had woken in me the last time I’d
been there, what seemed like a millennium ago.
The afterlife has given me much time to
reflect upon my little life, and with hindsight, I was
obviously overcomplicating things, searching all
over for some kind of sign to tell me what to do
next. I could’ve picked any one of those future
paths for myself, law school, office job, whatever,
and things would’ve worked out more or less the
same. That goes to show what four years of nonstop, collegiate-level philosophical thought will
get you. A fucking headache. Honestly, it’s probably a blessing that things ended so early for me.
At least death snapped me out of my existential
crisis.
“Let’s let them get ahead of us, first.” I said
in response to Adam’s urging, tilting my head
back slightly to indicate the loud group of students. He nodded in agreement, and we retreated to a bench facing the largest tank.
“The color of the water, it’s incredible.” I
said. “It reminds me of a painting I once saw.”
“Which one?”
“Ah, I can’t remember the name of it.”
“What, you can’t give me anything else?”
He laughed. “Maybe I can help you guess it.”
I thought for a moment.
“The subject was definitely people, but I
wouldn’t call it a portrait. They were all standing
in a circle, dancing, I think. I guess you could
say it was abstract? But the background was the

same blue as that water. Ultramarine.”
Adam nodded his head pensively before
replying. “Something about that sounds familiar.
I might’ve seen it before. I can’t remember the
name either, though.”
“Oh, well.”
We lapsed into a comfortable silence. The
setting was perfect for crowd gazing. The bodies of people standing around the gallery formed
dark silhouettes against the glowing glass tanks,
and if I squinted hard enough, I could watch
their features fade away, leaving me in a room of
shadowy figures milling about. As I watched the
shadows move through my barely parted lids, I
recalled the last time I had been in this gallery,
over a decade ago. I’d done the same thing I was
doing then, squinting around the room in order
to see how differently I could make the world
appear. The thought comforted me, and I was
content as I felt the hazy sensation of nostalgia
begin to wrap around me like a thick sweater.
That’s the last mundane memory I have,
sitting in the gallery comparing my past and
present. It couldn’t have been more than a couple
of seconds from the time we heard the explosion
to the time its effects physically reached us, but
those couple seconds seemed to stretch on for
infinity in anticipation of the imminent disaster.
Adam had just started to raise his phone
towards me, likely to show me Google image
results for potential identities of my mystery
painting, when he was interrupted by a noise
loud enough to make the floors shake. The sound
came from the adjacent room, a room containing
a glass tunnel surrounded above and on either
side by an enormous fish tank that was stocked
with enough flora and fauna to make anyone
passing through feel like they were walking on
the floor of a coral reef. It had been a beautiful
sight to behold when we walked through it minutes before, but now that the sound of an explosion was emanating from it, I felt significantly
more skeptical about the idea of a few sheets of
glass holding back all those thousands of gallons
of water. My skepticism was validated as sounds
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of creaking metal and rushing water filled the
area.
Adam and I barely had time to exchange a
look of terror before the water came crashing into
us, crystal-clear and swirling wildly with schools
of brightly colored fish and fragments of broken
glass. All of us in the gallery issued a unanimous
scream and scrambled towards the exit, but the
water moved faster. It slammed into the jellyfish
tanks and sent cracks spiderwebbing across
them. As the water pushed people against those
cracks, the surfaces of the tanks gave way and
added new streams of glass and aquatic life.
I got caught in the crossfire of one of these
powerful streams and was pulled into an undercurrent. I lost all sense of direction the moment
I was sucked underwater. There was no way
for me to tell which way was up and which was
down, all I could see were the shadowy outlines
of those around me, their arms and legs flapping
as they also struggled to orientate themselves in
the vortex.
The ultramarine LEDs in the ruins of the
jellyfish habitats were the only sources of light.
When an especially jagged piece of glass came
into my field of vision it caught the light with glittering perfection, and the little herd of seahorses
rushing past were illuminated by it like a spotlight.
Yes, I knew I was going to die, and yes, I was
terrified, but there was still a surreal beauty to
the scene that I had to acknowledge amongst the
chaos.
News stories covering sudden tragedies
of any kind had always managed to unsettle me
in a way that few other things could. Against my
better judgement, whenever such a report would
come on TV, I would find myself watching with the
rapt attention. Ruptured gas lines flattening city
blocks, structural flaws bringing down buildings,
mile long pileups of cars on freeways; My mind
loved to sadistically envision myself as a victim in
such scenarios, obliviously going about my daily
routine, then being suddenly and violently ended
by some bizarre anomaly or engineering fluke.

My anxieties were usually quelled when
I reminded myself how infinitesimally small my
chances were of being offed in such a manner,
but it always managed to survive as an irrational
fear lurking in the back of my mind. A freak accident, that’s what the news called the incident that
killed me, Adam, 2 middle schoolers, 1 chaperone, 5 general admission tourists, thousands
of fish of assorted tropical breeds, a Sand Tiger
Shark, 13 Moon jellies, 46 Turritopsis dohrnii,
and a colony of sea anemone. What a shining
example of poetic justice, that I should die under
the same circumstances that had always haunted
me.
As my mind’s consciousness made its final
attempt to cling to my body, the elusive name of
the ultramarine painting happened to spring into
my mind. The Dance, a Matisse. There had been
a print of it hanging on the wall of my dentist’s
office. What had prompted me to suddenly recall
this?
“Oh, I have a cleaning appointment tomorrow.” I thought vaguely. I could’ve laughed at the
absurdity of it all if I hadn’t been in a pretty significant amount of pain.
I wanted to turn to Adam and tell him that I
had remembered the painting’s name, to ask him
if the one he’d found on his phone had been the
same, but as I made the attempt to turn my head
to look for him amongst all the movement of the
water and the fish and the people, I registered
that I was moving upwards rapidly. My vision
blurred, then brightened. I was looking down now,
at my body floating aimlessly amongst the debris.
“Oh, so I’m dying.” I thought. It felt so real.
It was real, but it felt realer-than-real. I’ve
spent countless hours thinking about what it
would be like to die, trying to imagine what could
possibly happen during and after, and now that
the moment had arrived, I didn’t know how to
process the overwhelming reality of it.
I was still moving, but not up or down. It
felt like I was moving in all directions, dissipating
like fog into ultramarine light.

Climb the stars.
Breach the sky on a staircase of bright.
Surpass this world
and reach the next.
Our souls will intertwine
in the beyond,
so wait for me there.
Today you are distant,
but there is no such
thing as goodbyes,
only hellos.
So hello my brother,
we shall sing
so you may hear our stories
throughout your travels.
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One time I was riding the bus home and I got lost in thought. I don’t remember what for, but as I slowly sunk into my thoughts, the bus made its
rounds. People got on, people left, people made weird faces at me as I
stared— it’s interesting how people assume you’re creeping, and not a
million miles away, questioning the fabric of the universe, dueling with an
alternate version of someone you know.
Perhaps this version of them is smarter, or well versed in the intricacies of
gender politics, or metaphysics, or some other area you both require more
information to form an opinion on and have zero desire to research. You
think this alternate version of your best friend, co-worker, random-chick-atWal-Mart, will have all the answers so you don’t have to bother.
They spend those few minutes picking at your argument, refuting it purely
on the grounds of what-aboutisms and assumptions that you are wrong,
and the world is right. Sometimes this conversation is longer than any
you’ve had with their real-world counterpart. Sometimes time stretches
mere moments into hours, dragging you in circles, spiraling you permanently downwards.
While this was happening, when the lights were on but nobody was home,
when I gained, lost, regained my faith, saw and lost the simulation, I saw a
mother dab the ice cream off her child’s face. An old woman chattered with
the driver because no one ever visited. A student dozed in the back and
a professional argued on the phone. I saw an old man close his eyes and
enjoy the wind against his face, reminiscing about his wife of sixty-three
years. I watched, and I listened, and I remembered I had a test due yesterday.

There was a line of broken fences all the way
down the Wyoming state line. It happened after the
hills let the sun roll down their slopes to rest. Ranchers
scrambled to their artillery safes, stuffing rounds into
their pockets and strapping rifles around their chests.
Cattle bellowed. They could hear the wolves coming.
Closer. Closer.
The knock on Edgar’s cabin door came two
minutes after the stroke of midnight. He hadn’t seen any
headlights through the windows. His neighbor Hal was
the only person close enough to walk all the way from
his own porch to Edgar’s. Another yew might’ve been
trying to give birth backwards. He slipped a pair of acid
wash overalls over his nightgown. He rolled up his left
pant leg.

Still for a moment, Edgar then tried
to slowly close the door back, but was
blocked by the hoof wedged in the doorframe. The buffalo forced its way into the
cabin’s entry way. It rolled its head up,
letting the hickory smoke waft into its coal
black nostrils. The first order of business
was the smell, the second was Edgar,
who was wide eyed and stumbling back
to the leather couch. The bison’s shoulders barely squeezed through the hallway.
The floorboards groaned from the beast’s
incredible weight. It smelt of upturned dirt
and freshly filed keratin. In fact, his hooves
were completely free of grime. There was
a polished gleam that reflected the stray
embers from the firewood.
So it was owned, or that’s what
Edgar assumed. Someone’s stray bison
must have escaped, seeking refuge in the
warmest place it could find. The cold had
just begun to sit on the land. Soon the
area would be nothing but a white blanket
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for miles on end.
Screws jingled as he attached the prosthetic. He put the lid over the fireplace, unable to monitor the flames if he was going to be out in a pasture with his fist crammed inside a sheep’s cervix.
Out came the yellow rubber gloves stashed in a
kitchen cabinet and into the front pocket they went.
The pair was greeted by the flashlight snatched
off the coat hanger. The chest pouch bulged with
supplies, and his single rain boot squeaked across
the wooden floor.
He opened the doorIt was not Hal.
He would have to coax the creature out
slowly, easier said than done. There was a sack
of deer corn under the porch, but it was unclear if
a couple of dry kernels could persuade the buffalo away from the warmth of the cabin. He also
didn’t want to make any sudden movements, for
fear of facing the wrath of a one ton boulder made
of muscle. He had felt the crushing pain of being
underneath an angus steer. He had no intention of
finding out the comparisons and contrasts of being
crushed twice. In his expert opinion, once was
enough.
“Do you have a phone?” the buffalo asked.
Edgar’s eyes bulged, threatening to pop out
and tumble across the floor. He raked the bangs
out of his face. It left more sweat on his fingers
than he predicted. Mustering up his will once
more, he finally nodded. “T-there’s a wall phone in
the kitchen.”
The buffalo lumbered to the wall. He
knocked the receiver off, the curling cord bouncing, the speaker ringing. His long, pink tongue
touched each number so precisely, as if he had
memorized it before knocking, knocking, on the
door.
It rang twice before a muffled voice answered on the other end of the line. The beast replied in a similar quiet tone, the most Edgar could
hear was the deep thunder rocking inside its broad
chest. When the conversation reached an end, the
creature grabbed the phone by its mouth and hung
it back in place.
“Sorry for the intrusion,” the buffalo said.
“It was an urgent call.”
“That’s… fine.” Edgar tapped his fingers on
the armrest. “Do you uh, want anything to eat?”

“No. I should be gone in a few moments.
Water would be nice.”
Edgar cleared his throat. “I have-”
“Questions?”
“Lots.”
“Then trying to be brief will certainly not
suffice.”
“W-well I don’t want to keep you longer
than you’d like.”
“Hmm.” His tongue scooped the water
out like a ladle. He pushed the empty cup back
across the counter with his nose.
“So.”
Sniff.
“Where- where are you headed?”
“Westward down.”
“Westward down?”
The buffalo’s head rocked back and forth.
“We’ve gathered enough numbers to carry the
rains again.” He noticed how Edgar stayed quiet,
brows furrowed. “The Chihuahuan is too dry.”
“It’s a desert.”
“It doesn’t have to be.”
“Well. You’re gonna’ need a lot more than
a glass of water to irrigate an entire desert.”
The buffalo did not change its expression.
He looked toward the cuckoo clock, watching the
second hand flicker at the pace of a heartbeat.
“Can you read that? The clock?” Edgar
asked.
“It is the sun’s language.”
“The sun’s language…”
“The sun pushes down the arrow’s shadow.”
“That it does. That it does.”
“Do you have a hat?”
“Uh, what kind of hat?”
“Any will do.” The buffalo stepped back
into the living room. It positioned its rump toward
the cage of fire. It’s eyes followed Edgar as he
made his way down the hallway to the master
chambers. Before rummaging through the closet,
he made his way to the bath and turned on the
faucet. He dunked his head into the cold water.
Red blood rushed into his cheeks. Five minutes
ago, he had mentally prepared himself to soon
be covered in amniotic lamb fluids. He had not
thought about watching a bison from YellowStone giving tongue to his wall phone.

His face was flushed, but not of a drunken demeanor. There was no redness in his eyes, though
his eyes were dilated to pinpricks.
After shutting off the sink, the rough surface
of a towel rung through the dryer a good hundred
times met his forehead. A shout found its way into
his throat, but was it even worth it? The closest
person that would hear would be Hal and well,
clearly Hal was somewhere else tonight.
Most of the closet was just half pairs of shoes
and modified pants. Edgar did not have a great
collection of headgear. Those he had were mostly gifted or lended. In fact, the red velvet box on
the forth shelf was from his grandfather’s will. He
had been a member of the Knights of Columbus.
Edgar didn’t get to keep his sword, a strange part
of the uniform for a religious organization that
condemned Cain for using violence against Able.
However, he did get to keep the ostrich plume hat,
the feather a bright artificial purple.
He carried the box back into the living room.
The buffalo was still there.
He sighed and pulled the chapeau out. 		
“Will this work?”
“It exceeds my expectations. Do you care
about parting with it for a short time?”
The bison seemed oblivious to the thick mask of
dust over the box. “I think I’ll survive.” Edgar set
the hat atop his creature’s head, fluffing out the
feathers to look presentable. “What’s the occasion
for?”
“The messengers need a good first impression.”
“The messengers?”
“The messengers. The, the…” the buffalo
closed its eyes and clicked the roof of its mouth,
letting the word come to him. “The press.”
“Why would you care about the press?”
“Would a person be more likely to kill a buffalo with nothing on, or one with a hat?”
“I’ve never really thought about the intricacies of bison wearing hats to prevent their own
demise.”
“It appears to be only a concern to us.”
“Seems so.”
“Why do you love the desert so much?”
“I don’t.”
“Then you must hate the rain.”
“I’m indifferent to the rain.”
“We carry the rain, you know.”

Edgar could’ve said rain came from the
sun. He could’ve told him how the particles
would rise, cluster, and fall where the sky took
them. Instead, the buffalo went on to explain how
weather worked without the water cycle.
“We have feathers on our hooves. When
we run, we make the melody of thunder. Thunder is the love language of the wind. It follows us
in waves of dust. Higher and higher, the waves
become thinner, sharper. These knives cut
through the skies. Blue. The blue dribbles down
the spires. The color blue is the rain. We have to
rake it from the sky.”
“That sounds like a big job to do.”
“It’s one I haven’t been able to perform to
the full extent.”
“Well, it’s not really your fault. The world
changed.”
“Very quickly. Very quickly.” The bison
rolled its neck to the window. A drizzle of stray
snowflakes landed on the glass. “I should be
going now. I will return your hat when the leaves
fall again.”
“You can keep the hat.”
“No.”
“Oh.”
The bison stepped out onto the porch.
The feathers of the cap whipped and curled
around his horns. The wind blew against his
mane, each hair flowing like a dark river. As the
real lakes began to freeze, the running water of
the bison’s fur became a constant current. He
turned back one last time to Edgar.
“Thank you for your time.”
Hundreds of heads peered from the evergreen. A sea of thick pelts curled around the
cabin. They headed north, at the start a beast
wearing a catholic medal. A new crusade.
The farmers dropped their guns. The
wolves fled on their heels, their howls drowned
underneath the approaching thunder.
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I question Death,
We sit together on park benches
I tell him what air tastes like
He explains what it’s like to be
still
and what true silence sounds like
Death asked one day
why I don’t hate him
as much as the rest.
Looking deep into those
black sockets—
more beautiful than the stars.
You were the only one
who was ever
truly honest...
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